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Shared Parenting: Adding Children’s
Voices and Their Measures of Adjustment
to the Evaluation
JENNIFER NEOH and DAVID MELLOR
Deakin University, Burwood, Victoria, Australia
Shared parenting has been advocated to be a better arrangement
for children than sole residence and access arrangements after
parental separation. Although there is some research on this issue,
studies have been restricted in their reliance on the reports of
others. In this paper, we report on a study in Australia, in which
children in each of these arrangements were compared with
children in intact families on a range of adjustment measures
and with each other in relation to their responses to their parents’
separation, using both self- and parent-reporting. We found that
there was little difference between children in the three family con-
figurations, suggesting that shared parenting is not necessarily
associated with better outcomes for the child. On other aspects of
adjustment, the children in shared parenting and sole residence=
access families did not differ. We also found that parents in all
groups underestimated the emotional problems reported by chil-
dren. In separated families, they also overestimated the children’s
desire for parents to re-unite. Finally, we found that parents in
shared parenting families are more satisfied with their situation
than are their children, and fathers are particularly so. The find-
ings suggest that the promotion of shared parenting as the best
post-separation family structure is contestable.
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The idea of shared equal time parenting for children whose parents have
separated has been taken up around the western world with enthusiasm in
recent times. In Australia, this has been enshrined in legislation through
amendments to the Family Law Act 1975. However, of some concern, the
rhetoric and arguments that tend to inflame discussions on this topic are
rarely informed by sound research. In particular, children themselves have
rarely been given a voice in evaluations of the benefits of shared parenting
arrangements relative to other arrangements. Even the report of the
Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on Family and
Community Affairs (2003) inquiry into shared parenting, which used chil-
dren’s graphic depictions of their experience of separation on the cover, paid
scant attention to children’s perspectives.
This lack of attention to children’s views is reflective of the literature on
this topic, which also includes very little research on children’s experiences
of shared parenting. When children’s experiences are investigated, data are
often derived from parent or teacher reports, and the studies are generally
underpinned by three assumptions. The first assumption is that children
are incompetent or too immature to provide relevant information on their
own family situations (some exceptions are Gollop, Smith, & Taylor, 2000;
Smart, Neale, & Wade, 2001; Sviggum, 2000; Pruett & Kline Pruett, 1999).
These types of studies also assume that parent or teacher reports are reliable
and valid measures of children’s adjustment. Secondly, research that reports
parental satisfaction with living arrangements rests on the assumption that if
parents are satisfied, then children will also be satisfied and well-adjusted.
Finally, other research uses parent’s behavior as the benchmark, such as
the degree of parental conflict or the parents’ geographical proximity to
each other, a position similar to the Family Court’s, to investigate the impact
of shared parenting on children. However, these studies rarely involve
children’s perspective and, as a result, treat children as passive recipients
of parental behavior.
In the following, we will first consider the arguments as to why shared
parenting arrangements should be better for children whose parents separate
and refer to the limited research that reports on the adjustment of children
who experience such arrangements. We will show that the majority of this
research has been informed by parent’s reports and that parents’ views are
not always congruent with those of their children. As parental separation is
a circumstance in which this discrepancy may be exaggerated, we suggest
that research should pay more attention to the views of children. Few studies
have done this well. We will then describe a study in which we investigated
the adjustment of children in different living arrangements after parental sep-
aration compared with children whose parents had not separated. We also
examine the beliefs and attitudes of children whose parents had separated
about their parents’ separation.
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WHY SHOULD SHARED PARENTING ARRANGEMENTS BE
BETTER FOR CHILDREN?
Proponents of shared parenting (e.g., Bauserman, 2002; Clancy, 1990; Elkin,
1991; Greif, 1979; Kruk, 1993) contend that shared parenting provides a pro-
tective condition that ameliorates the effects of parental separation and
results in better adjustment outcomes for children. Therefore, children in
shared parenting arrangements have been expected to show more favorable
adjustment and outcomes than children who live with one parent and have
contact visits with the other. For example, Greif (1979) posited that children’s
greater contact with fathers1 after separation allowed children to have ‘‘more
natural, casual relationships’’ (p. 316) with them, and allowed fathers to have
more input into intellectual, moral, religious, and emotional development
than more conventional arrangements after separation. Other benefits that
have been proposed are that shared parenting facilitates the maintenance
of links with extended family members (Brown, 1994), improves the chances
of child support being paid (Luepnitz, 1991), avoids circumstances where
children are forced to choose one parent over the other, reduces litigation
between parents and decreases the risks of child snatching (Schwartz,
1987). Shared parents report that children tend to have better relationships
with both parents, whereas parents report that children from more traditional
styles of post-separation arrangements tend to have poorer relationships with
their other parent, which tend to be fathers (Arditti, 1992; Kruk, 1993).
CHILDREN’S ADJUSTMENT AND RESPONSE TO
SHARED PARENTING
Despite the aforementioned arguments, the question remains as to whether
children in shared parenting arrangements are better adjusted. This issue was
addressed by Bauserman (2002) in a meta-analysis of 33 studies. He con-
cluded that children from shared parenting families were better adjusted
(across measures of emotional and behavioral adjustment, self esteem, family
relations, academic performance, and specific adjustment to the separation)
than children in sole residence families, and they were very similar to
children in intact families. He attributed these findings to the fact that chil-
dren from both shared parenting families and intact families have ongoing
relationships with both parents. However, it should be noted that 23 of these
studies were unpublished, and the analysis combined shared parenting
samples with those families that had joint legal custody. It is broad methodo-
logical issues such as these that make comparisons of research difficult and
evaluations of shared parenting, even from parental reports of children’s
adjustment, elusive.
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Some indication that there may be other differences in families that are
not considered in these types of comparative studies was mooted by Pearson
and Thoennes (1991). They found, in three large US studies, that it was not
shared parenting that produced the better adjusted children. Rather other
factors, such as co-operation between parents, financial stability, and the
absence of violence, were more important. Shared parenting in itself, with
children’s more frequent contact with both parents, and parents that shared
child responsibilities did not increase the likelihood that children were better
adjusted. Child adjustment in both of these studies was measured with the
Child Behaviour Checklist, a measure of disruptive behaviour, agitation,
and depression, which was completed by parents.
In contrast to the optimistic picture painted by the aforementioned stu-
dies, other research has suggested that shared parenting may have a negative
impact on children’s adjustment. Johnston, Kline, & Tschann (1989) found, in
a longitudinal study across two years, that there was generally no difference
in children’s well-being whether they were in one primary residence arrange-
ment or shared parenting families. However, they found that children, who
spent equal time with both parents (n¼ 35), were rated by their parents as
more depressed, withdrawn, and uncommunicative than children in sole
residence families (n¼ 65).
Another study by McKinnon and Wallerstein (1991) of 26 young chil-
dren living in a shared parenting arrangement, found that 73% were not
on course developmentally. These children, aged between one and five
years, were followed over three years. Parent and teacher reports suggested
that the difficulties children experienced included distress on parental separ-
ation, enuresis, anxiety, nightmares, and social difficulties. Although these
findings were based on a sample of families referred to a counseling service,
this appears to be contrary to the view that shared parenting protects
children from the stress of parental separation.
In summary, it would appear that the assumed benefits of both parents
being actively involved in the care of their children has not been consistently
demonstrated in research. Some studies using parental reports of their chil-
dren’s adjustment found that shared parenting does have benefits for chil-
dren. Other research has produced results that are more equivocal. One
explanation for these mixed results, or at least a contributing factor, might
be that parents, and particularly separated parents who might be dealing
with a multitude of emotional and practical problems at the same time, might
not have a full understanding or appreciation for their children’s perspective.
DISCREPANCIES BETWEEN CHILD AND PARENT REPORT
Although it has been found that often parent’s and teacher’s reports concur
(De Los Reyes & Kazdin, 2004; Teja & Stolberg, 1993), some studies
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(e.g., Lengua, Wolchik, Sandler, & West, 2000; Tebbut, Swanston, Oates, &
O’Toole, 1997) have found that there is generally little correlation between
parent and child self-report measures of internal states such as depression
and self-esteem. For example, De Los Reyes and Kazdin (2004) found in a
clinical sample of 389 children and their parents that different informants
produced very different results.
As suggested previously, parental separation may be a particular circum-
stance in which parent and child reports are unlikely to be in accord. For
example, in an Australian Institute of Family Studies project conducted by
Amato (1987), 141 separated mothers claimed that their children had a ‘‘neu-
tral’’ reaction to their parents’ separation. However, when the children were
asked directly, most reported negative reactions. Similarly, Howell, Portes, &
Brown (1997) asked 433 resident mothers to rate their child’s adjustment and
compared these ratings to children’s reactions to the separation and child
ratings of self esteem. Although their research focused on age and gender
effects, it was noted that parent responses were not consistent with children’s
reported reactions to their parents’ separation. These results suggest that par-
ents may be motivated to believe that children are not affected by parental
separation, and importantly, that research that depends on parent reports
may not capture children’s experience.
More congruence has been found when parents and children are asked
about overt behavior, such as conflict. For example, Strangeland, Pellegreno,
and Lunholm (1989) found in a comparison of 33 children of separated par-
ents and 28 children of intact families, that children and parents agreed when
asked about frequency of overt conflict and amount of time spent with par-
ents. These behaviors could be objectively measured. However, children
whose parents had separated reported they had sleep difficulties, school pro-
blems, increased anxiety, and feelings of insecurity of which their parents
were unaware.
CHILDREN’S PERSPECTIVES ON SHARED PARENTING
A small number of empirical studies have attempted to consider children’s
perspectives on the experience of shared parenting. However, these studies
have been limited by either their extremely narrow focus, or if they take a
broader aspect with qualitative interviews, they tend to concentrate on an
extremely small number of families (e.g., Sharpley & Webber, 1989 inter-
viewed just two children). Some early studies, using highly selective samples,
found children much better adjusted after parental separation when their
parents shared responsibility for them. For example, Neugebauer (1989)
reported that in a comparison of 40 children, 34 children in sole residence,
and 6 in shared parenting families, children in shared arrangements experi-
enced much less initial distress at parental separation. Four years later, the
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children reported in interviews that they had not experienced the feeling of
loss of one parent, nor adjustment problems. Further, they had more positive
views of divorce than sole residence children. Arbanel (1979) also found that
children from shared parenting families reported positive effects of their fam-
ilies’ arrangements and were well adjusted according to teachers’ reports.
Furthermore, even in this very small sample (n¼ 6), one 12 year old child
found shared parenting to be disruptive, confusing and had contributed to
his difficulties with peer relationships.
Studies that appear to have more rigorous methodology that examined
children’s adjustment in shared parenting families from the child’s perspec-
tive have found that shared parenting has little or no advantages over sole
residence. One of the few larger studies that asked children from shared par-
enting about their experiences was a study undertaken in the United States
by Buchannan, Maccoby, and Dornbusch (1991) who conducted telephone
interviews with 522 children, aged between 10 and 18 years. This study
found no difference on behavioral, emotional, or social well-being between
those living with predominantly one parent (n¼ 469) and those involved in
shared parenting (n¼ 53). A smaller study conducted in the United States
by Luepnitz (1991) compared a total of 91 children from 32 sole residence
families and 11 shared parenting families (the exact sample sizes were not
reported), and found that children’s ratings of self concept was not associated
with post-separation family structure.
A further study from the US by Glover and Steele (1989) matched 24
children from sole residence, intact2 and shared parenting families. Children
from shared parenting families were found to be just as ambivalent about
their fathers as sole residence children, a surprising finding considering that
some have argued that increased involvement of fathers in shared parenting
is a prominent factor in improving children’s experience (e.g., Kruk, 1993).
Glover and Steele’s (1989) conclusions that shared parenting, from children’s
perspective, is ‘‘as least as beneficial’’ (p.185) as sole residence arrangements
for children is hardly a resounding recommendation for shared parenting.
In a larger study, Smart et al. (2001) interviewed 117 British children
aged between 4 and 20 years. They found that children who live with shared
parenting (n¼ 65) complained of things such as moving house every week,
keeping to inflexible schedules, and confusion resulting from constant
changes. Younger children described the distress of missing the parent they
were not with. Older children felt constrained by the demands of the change-
over schedule, missing out on opportunities with friends, and losing free
time. This research provides some insight into the lives of children who live
in shared parenting arrangements, however, it did not look at siblings rela-
tionships, had vague definitions of shared parenting (co-parenting defined
as if a child felt both parents were involved in their upbringing), and presum-
ably relied on some retrospective accounts as one participant was aged 20
years.
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In summary, as demonstrated previously, the bulk of post separation
research has relied on parents for information about children’s adjustment.
The few studies that do canvass children’s experience do not provide clear
evidence that shared parenting provides a better environment for children
than an environment with one parent caregiver. Research on shared parent-
ing, both adult focused and that using children’s perspectives has also been
characterized by the presence of methodological limitations that tend to
qualify any conclusions that may be drawn.
THE CURRENT STUDY
The aim of our study is to investigate children’s adjustment in shared parent-
ing arrangements relative to that of children in other family arrangements.
On the basis of the aforementioned research, we expected that:
. Using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire, both parents and
children from intact families would report better child adjustment than
both separated family groups. However, parents from all family groups
were expected to underestimate children’s self-reported internal states.
. Using the Children’s Beliefs about Parental Separation Scale, separated
parents would underestimate children’s self reported reactions to their
parents’ separation in both separated family groups.
. Members of intact families would be less stressed and more satisfied than
shared parenting families, but members of shared parenting families would
be less stressed and more satisfied than members of sole residence
families.
METHOD
Participants
The sample comprised 68 families. There were a total of 94 parent parti-
cipants: 31 shared parents (16 mothers and 15 fathers), 36 parents from sole
residence families (27 resident parents, 24 mothers and 3 fathers; and 9
contact parents, 2 mothers and 7 fathers), and 27 parents from intact families
(13 mothers and 14 fathers).
In the sample of 88 children, there were 27 children from shared parent-
ing families (13 females; 14 males; Mean age 10.75 years; SD¼ 2.50 years, age
range 8–15 years), 37 children from sole residence and contact families (19
females; 18 males; Mean age 10.51 years; SD¼ 2.54 years, age range 8–15
years) and 24 children from intact families (16 females; 8 males; Mean age
10.29 years; SD¼ 2.31 years, age range 8–15 years).
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Measures
The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) is a widely used, highly
reliable, and valid measure to screen for emotional and behavioral problems
in children. This scale has been used extensively in previous research with
separated parents (McMunn, Nazroo, Marmot, Boreham, & Goodman,
2001), to compare parent and child assessments of children’s adjustment
(Goodman 1997), and has been validated in research against the CBCL
(Goodman & Scott, 1999). Parents completed a questionnaire for each of
their children who had consented to participate in the study and children
completed the child report measure. This 25-item questionnaire incorporates
five subscales: Prosocial, Hyperactivity, Emotional, Conduct and Peer pro-
blems. Responses range from not true (0), somewhat true (1) to certainly true
(2) Summed subscales range from 0 to 10. The summated total difficulties
scale did not include the prosocial subscale, as this factor is considered to
be a protective factor improving prognosis. The summated total scale ranges
from 0 to 40 and greater scores indicate greater levels of maladjustment. The
internal reliability of the total scale was high (Total SDQ a¼ .82) (a> .75 is
considered to be good). Cronbach’s alpha for parents ranged from .60 to
.91 for all subscales and children’s ranged from .82 to .89.
The Children’s Beliefs about Parental Separation Scale (CBAPS),
(CBAPS; Kurdek & Berg, 1983), a subscale of the Parent Separation Inven-
tory, is a parent report of children’s separation experience that measures
the same domains as the child version of Children Beliefs about Parental
Separation Scale. It has been used in a number of mostly North American
Studies. While the validity and reliability of this scale is not so well established,
it is one of the fewmeasures for this population. This scale consists of 16 items
across four subscales, Peer Ridicule, Paternal Blame, Maternal Blame, and
Hope of Reunification. Two of the original subscales, Fear of Abandonment
and Self Blame, were not used in this study as they were felt to be insensitive.
Parents responded with yes, scored as 1, or no, scored as 0, to items such as
‘‘my child feels that the separation of their parents is something to be ashamed
of,’’ and ‘‘my child seems to interact with children less now than before the
separation.’’ The truncated scale scores ranged from 0 to 12. High subscale
scores represented greater degrees of the subscale factors. Cronbach’s a sug-
gested that the scale was internally reliable (a¼ .79). Subscales ranged from
a¼ .65 to .84. This scale was administered to separated-families only.
Satisfaction
We created five items tomeasure parental and child satisfaction. Each itemwas
used independently in the analyses. The items assessed global happiness,
levels of stress, and life satisfaction. Two additional items, given to separated
families only, assessed parent and child satisfaction with living arrangements
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and satisfaction with the time they spent with their children or parents. All
itemswere rated from 0 to 100 from very low to very high, with 50 representing
average. Higher numbers indicated greater satisfaction, happiness, or stress.
Procedure
Human Research Ethics Committee approval for the study was obtained from
Deakin University. Participants were then recruited in three ways: through
school newsletters, editorial comment in community newspapers, and snow-
ball sampling beginning with initial parent participants. Interested parents
contacted the researcher by voicemail if they wished to be included in the
study. All interested parents were then contacted by telephone and asked
a few short screening questions to ensure they met inclusion criteria.
Families were classified as shared parenting families if they had one or
more children between the ages of 8 to 15 years who spent greater than 40%
of time each parents’ household. Sixty-six percent of shared parenting children
in the study had an arrangement whereby they spent a week with each parent.
Families were classified as Sole Residence families if they included one or more
children between the ages of 8 to 15 yearswho spentmost of their timewith one
parent and 30% or less with the other. Families were classified as intact if adult
participants were the biological parents of their children and lived with them.
Families were not included if parents did not consent to completing
questionnaires, or did not consent to their child=ren’s participation and
agreed to confidentiality for their child=ren’s responses. Children’s fully
informed consent was also essential (see as follows).
A follow up telephone call was made to answer any questions and to
arrange a time for an interview for those participants who continued to
express interest in participation. A number of families were excluded or self
excluded at this stage (n¼ 11). A convenient interview time and place was
then arranged. All participants were interviewed in their own homes. Chil-
dren from Sole Resident families were interviewed in their usual home and
children from Shared Parenting families were interviewed in the home they
were in at the time of the assessment.
Parent Interview
After fully informed consent was confirmed at the first parent interview, part-
icipants were asked to respond to the verbally presented questionnaires.
Each parent signed a consent form on behalf of their children who wanted
to participate, as required under Australian ethics protocols3.
Child Interview
At the child interview, some time was spent in building rapport and getting to
know each child. In acknowledging that children’s participation in research
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is often decided by their parents (Mason, 2000), the expectations, meaning,
and possible consequences of participating in the study were explained
to each child individually (specifically covering anonymity, an overview of
the questions they would be asked, their right to stop at any time, how the
data were to be used, and options for them if they felt upset or distressed
by participation). Children were then asked if they would like to participate.
Three children declined at this point. Signed consent was obtained before
any data were collected. All participating children were interviewed privately
in their own home. Children’s responses were not shared with parents.
RESULTS
The data were analyzed with SPSS=PC (Version 14) using Multivariate Analy-
sis of Variance, a statistical technique that allows for the detection of defenses
between groups and over time. Before the hypotheses were tested, a range
of potential covariates, including age of the parents, average weekly income,
length of parental relationship, years of education, number of children in
each family, time since separation for separated families, and the age of chil-
dren, were analyzed. Differences across the groups were found to be insig-
nificant, so the analyses proceeded as described in the following section.
Children’s and Parents’ Reports of Adjustment
Means for all groups for each of the SDQ subscales are shown in Table 1. A
3 3 between subjects MANOVA was performed on five dependent variables
(the subscales of the SDQ). The analysis involved two independent variables,
family composition (shared, sole residence and intact families), and role in
the family member (mother, father, and child).
Global main effects were found on the best linear combination of the
subscales for informant, FPillais(10, 410)¼ 2.23, p¼ .01 and for family struc-
ture, FPillais(10, 410)¼ 2.01, p¼ .032. There was no significant main effect
for the interaction of these variables although power appeared to be
adequate at .72.
In deciphering the global main effect, there was only one significant
univariate main effect of informant detected. Only emotional problems was
significant, F(2, 208)¼ 5.64, p¼ .004; g2¼ .05. It would appear that the
children in the sample saw themselves as having more emotional problems
(M¼ 4.10) than mothers (M¼ 3.05) or fathers (M¼ 2.68) across all family
groups. Scheffe´ post hoc tests of informant found significant mean differ-
ences between mothers and children (M¼ 1.10, p¼ .022) and between
fathers and children (M¼ 1.57, p¼ .003). However, the difference between
mothers and fathers on emotional measures of the SDQ was not significant.
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Also, detected within the global main effect of family composition was
one univariate main effect for family composition on hyperactivity F(2,
208)¼ 5.64, p¼ .004; g2¼ .05. Mothers, fathers and children in sole residence
families (M¼ 5.00) were more likely to report hyperactive behaviors than
members of shared parenting (M¼ 3.24) or intact (M¼ 3.29) families. Scheffe´
post hoc tests revealed significant mean differences between sole resident
and contact families and shared parenting families (M¼1.43, p¼ .007)
and sole residence families and intact families (M¼1.40, p¼ .007). There
were no differences between shared parenting and intact families on hyper-
activity measures of the SDQ. There were no significant main effects of family
group found across the other subscales of the SDQ.
Parents’ and Children’s Reports of Children’s Reactions to Their
Parents’ Separation
Whether separated parents underestimated children’s reports of their reac-
tions to their parents’ separation was tested in a 2 3 between subjects
MANOVA conducted on the four subscales of the CBAPS- peer ridicule,
paternal blame maternal blame, and hope of reunification as dependent vari-
ables. Both separated family groups (shared parenting and sole residence
families) and informant (mother, father, or child) served as independent vari-
ables. Planned contrasts were used to examine the effects of informant to
increase the power of the analysis. The first contrast compared children with
mothers and fathers; the second compared mothers and fathers. Descriptive
statistics may be viewed in Table 2.
The analysis revealed significant global main effects on the best linear
combination of the subscales of the CATD scale for informant FPillai’s(4,
137)¼ 13.00, p< .001, and explained 27% of the difference across the role
of the family member, partial g2¼ .27. The interaction between informant
and family composition, and the global main effect of family composition
were not significant. There appeared to be adequate power to detect an
effect (.42).
TABLE 2 Means for Subscales of the CBAPS for Family Members in Each Family Group
Family group
Shared parenting Sole residence
Informant Mother Father Child Mother Father Child
n 25 17 27 31 9 37
Maternal Blame 0.36 (0.5) 0.18 (0.8) 1.22 (1.4) 0.68 (0.8) 0.11 (1.4) 1.68 (1.5)
Paternal Blame 0.28 (0.8) 0.35 (0.4) 1.00 (2.0) 0.39 (0.8) 0.89 (0.3) 1.03 (1.9)
Peer Ridicule 0.48 (1.0) 0.76 (1.1) 2.15 (0.9) 1.00 (0.5) 0.56 (0.9) 2.49 (1.2)
Hope of
Reunification
1.68 (1.0) 1.47 (0.9) 0.70 (1.4) 1.48 (0.6) 1.22 (0.4) 0.92 (1.1)
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For the main effect of role in the family, planned contrasts found that
children in both family compositions (shared parenting and sole residence
families) reported different reactions to their parents separation than their
parents believed across all subscales of the CBAPS. However parents held
similar views to each other. The second contrast was not significant for
any subscale and found that mothers and fathers from both separated family
groups held similar understandings about their children’s beliefs.
Children felt significantly more peer ridicule over their parents separ-
ation (M¼ 2.3) than mothers (M¼ .71) or fathers (M¼ .66) believed their chil-
dren did, F(2, 140)¼ 122.34, p< .001, g2¼ .48. Both mothers and fathers
across shared and sole residence families felt that children were more open
with their friends than children in separated families themselves reported.
Children tended to blame both their fathers (Paternal blame M¼ 1.43),
F(2, 140)¼ 20.11, p< .001, g2¼ .13 and their mothers (Maternal Blame
M¼ 1.01, F(2, 140)¼ 7.00, p¼ .009, g2¼ .07 more than either of their parents
believed. Mother and fathers of separated children tended to believe similar
degrees of maternal and paternal blame (Mothers, Paternal Blame M¼ .48;
Maternal Blame M¼ .33; Fathers, Paternal Blame M¼ .14; Maternal Blame
M¼ .62).
Mothers and fathers in both separated family groups also concurred
that they felt their children would like them to be reunited. However, chil-
dren themselves felt significantly less Hope of Reunification (M¼ .81) than
mothers (M¼ 1.58) or fathers (M¼ 1.35) believed their children felt, F(2,
140)¼ 13.42, p< .001, g2¼ .13.
Satisfaction and Stress
A 3 3 between subject’s MANOVA was performed on participants’
responses to their rating of global satisfaction with life, their global happi-
ness, and their general feelings of stress in their lives (see Table 3). There
were two independent variables: family composition (shared parenting, sole
residence, and intact families) and informant (mother, father, and child).
As satisfaction with life and global happiness were very highly corre-
lated (greater than r¼ .81 for all groups), they were averaged for all parti-
cipants to create one variable.
A family composition by informant interaction effect was found,
FPillais(8, 322)¼ 3.85, p< .001, g2¼ .09. The main effect of family compo-
sition was also significant FPillais(4, 322)¼ 3.55, p¼ .007, g2¼ .04. Multivari-
ately, the main effect of informant was not significant, although power
appeared to be adequate to detect an effect at .72.
The interaction between family composition and informant was found
on the dependent variable stress. Shared parenting fathers reported feeling
less stress (M¼ 29.05) than mothers (M¼ 60.47) and children (M¼ 57.63)
in their families; shared parenting fathers also reported less stress than
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mothers (M¼ 50.48) and fathers (M¼ 67.50) in sole residence families; and
also mothers (M¼ 42.00), fathers (M¼ 46.79), and children (M¼ 34.79) in
intact families, F(4, 161)¼ 7.92, p< .001, g2¼ .16.
There was also a significant main effect of family composition on the
averaged variable of satisfaction with life and general feelings of happiness.
Intact families felt much more satisfied with their life and felt generally
happier (M¼ 80.67) than shared (M¼ 70.57) or sole residence families
(M¼ 65.13), F(2, 161)¼ 7.04, p¼ .001, g2¼ .08. Post hoc Scheffe´ tests
revealed that there were significant differences between intact and shared
parenting families (mean difference¼ 10.10, p¼ .013) and also between
intact and sole residence parents (mean difference¼ 15.54, p< .001).
Separated Families’, Mother’s, Father’s, and Children’s Feelings of
Satisfaction
A 2 3 between subject’s MANOVA was conducted to determine how differ-
ent family members (mothers, fathers, and children) in different separated
family compositions (sole residence or shared parenting families) differed
in their satisfaction with their current parenting arrangements and how satis-
fied they were with the amount of time they spend in each other’s company
(Table 4).
The analysis revealed a multivariately significant interaction effect
between role in the family and the family composition FPillais(4,
226)¼ 3.13, p¼ .01, g2¼ .05. There were no significant main effects for role
in the family or family composition alone. Power for these analyses was .58
and .42, respectively. Univariate analyses revealed that the interaction effect
between the role in the family and separated family group was on satisfaction
with child arrangements, F(2,114)¼ 2.71, p¼ .01, g2¼ .05. While mothers,
fathers, and children in sole residence and contact families gave similar esti-
mates of the satisfaction with the parenting arrangements and indicated they
were only moderately happy with the agreed arrangements, shared parents,
both mothers and fathers, were much more satisfied with their form of
arrangement than their children, who reported similar levels to that of chil-
dren from sole residence and contact families.
DISCUSSION
The current study explored how children feel about their living arrange-
ments, adjustment and satisfaction with life after their parents’ separation,
and compared this to their parent’s perspectives. Such research into shared
parenting and especially research including children’s experiences of shared
parenting, has important repercussions for Family Law and policy making,
and can aid future decision-making for separating families.
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On all domains of the SDQ, except hyperactivity, there were no differ-
ences between children from the three groups, whether by child self-report,
mother report, or father report. However, by all sources of report, children in
sole residence families were more likely to have symptoms of hyperactivity=
inattention. By this measure, shared parenting would appear to be associated
with better outcomes for children when their parents separate than sole
residence arrangements.
The second important finding was that although parents and children in
all family groups concurred about peer difficulties, overt conduct problems
and prosocial behaviors, they disagreed in relation to emotional difficulties.
Across all family groups, mothers and fathers tended to underestimate the
degree of emotional problems that children report, in that the SDQ parent
report scores were less than the SDQ self-report scores.. This suggests that
parents, in general, are not good at estimating children’s internal, subtle
experiences, and, in particular, supports the view that research into chil-
dren’s adjustment after their parents’ separation that is based on parent
reporting may be misleading.
Similarly, in both separated family types (sole residence families and
shared parenting families), parents (mothers and fathers) overestimated
how comfortable children feel telling friends about their home life and
how much children blame both parents for the separation. Interestingly, both
mothers and fathers also tended to overestimate how much their children
wanted their parents to reconcile. However, there was no difference between
children from sole residence families and children from shared parenting
families on these reactions to their parents’ separation. Again, while these
results suggest that using children’s own estimates of their adjustment and
internal experience is more informative than using parents to measure chil-
dren’s reactions to their parents’ separation, they also cast doubt on claims
that shared parenting provides better outcomes for children whose parents
separate.
A third important finding in the present study was that fathers in shared
parenting families reported less stress than all other participant groups (even
intact family members). That is, shared parenting is better for fathers, but not
for children or mothers on this domain. On the other hand, while well within
normal limits of adjustment, children in shared parenting families reported
much more stress than children from sole resident families and children from
intact families. As expected, intact families reported greater general satisfac-
tion and happiness than the separated family groups, who did not differ from
each other in levels of these.
Finally, while children from both shared parenting families and sole
residence families were equally only moderately satisfied with their family
arrangements, parents in shared parenting family reported being much more
satisfied with the arrangement than their children. Sole resident parents
expressed a similar level of satisfaction to their children. This finding implies
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that the benefits of shared parenting are more evident to parents than chil-
dren, and that children in such families perceive themselves to be no better
off than children in sole residence families.
Is it the case that parents know best and that shared parenting is better
for children, but that children only see the immediate trivial irritations? Or, is
it the case that parents do not recognize the extra pressure that shared par-
enting is placing on their children because of the benefits to themselves and
their firm beliefs that shared parenting is best for children? Whichever the
case, the findings suggest that parental satisfaction and perceptions of their
children’s adjustment appear to be poor metrics for deciding children’s future
and may not be related in any direct way with child adjustment. It is also
recognized that the converse, parental dissatisfaction, is also unlikely to cre-
ate a supportive environment to rear children or to result in optimal child
adjustment (King, 1999; Stoneman, Brody, & Burke, 1989). Perhaps, how-
ever, assumptions about relationships between parental satisfaction and
child adjustment should be re-evaluated and other factors may need to be
considered when deciding what is best for children.
In summary, this study demonstrates, in contradiction of arguments to
the contrary (e.g., Bauserman, 2002; Clancy, 1990; Elkin, 1991; Greif, 1979;
Kruk, 1993) children in shared parenting are not necessarily better off than
children in other post-separation arrangements. Further, as other researchers
(e.g., Lengua et al., 2000; Tebbut et al., 1997) have found, there is generally
little correlation between parent and child self-report measures of emotional
problems. Consistent with this, children in both shared parenting and sole
residence arrangements often have different views of themselves than their
parents, and what their parents consider to be important may not always
be the most relevant from children’s point of view. Even when parents
believe children are doing well, and when parents feel satisfied, children
may not be doing well and may not feel the same levels of satisfaction.
Despite these findings, the study has a number of limitations. Our sam-
ple was reasonable but not large. A larger sample would allow analyses to
control for how much time had passed since separation, and how long chil-
dren had been in different care arrangements. This would help to determine
whether the child’s adjustment is associated with the transitions involved in
parental separation or specifically with the living arrangements. Additionally,
we did not record several variables that may have an impact on children’s
adjustment and that of their families. For example, we did not record
socio-economic status, the quality and nature of the interaction between chil-
dren and their parents when in their care, the manner in which the care
arrangements were determined, and so on. Third, despite our arguments,
there may be concerns with giving substantial weight to children’s views,
in that their views tend to change over time, and it may be inappropriate
to think that their voice in childhood has a predictive value with respect to
their future adjustment. That is, assessing children’s reactions at a specific
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moment in time may not provide a stable picture. Clearly, there is a need for
studies of larger populations over the longer term. Having adults look back
on their experiences in various living arrangements may provide insight.
Looking back over custodial arrangements and offering suggestions for
improvement may provide different information. Finally, it may be interest-
ing to include in future studies a group of children whose separated=
divorced parents live in the same household.
CONCLUSION
It seems that traditional ideas about what makes shared parenting successful
do not have the anticipated beneficial impact on children. Simplistic structur-
al comparisons of different family groups do not appear to adequately
describe what is happening in families and suggest that consistency in rela-
tionships and parenting are the most important factors for children, not the
composition of their family. The unilateral promotion of shared parenting
as the best post-separation family structure seems ultimately unsustainable.
NOTES
1. Although this research was with joint legal custody, fathers they also had greater time with children.
2. The term ‘‘intact’’ to delineate not-separated families from separated families has been carefully
considered for this research and not been used lightly. Some criticism has been directed at the use of this
term based on the idea that it connotes separated families as ‘‘broken.’’ This research considered ‘‘unified,’’
‘‘non separated,’’ ‘‘conventional,’’ ‘‘two parent,’’ ‘‘couple,’’ ‘‘biological,’’ or ‘‘nuclear’’ terms as even less
useful alternatives. These terms have negative overtones, do not distinguish between separated and
not-separated families, or repartnered and not repartnered families and create confusion. To conform with
Australian Bureau of Statistics and Australian Institute of Family Studies standards, ‘‘intact’’ is used as the
most effective term.
3. In separated families only one parent’s consent is required as the law recognizes both parents as
equally able to give guardian consent (Mason, 2000). Attempts were made to gain both parents consent
in all families; however, in sole residence families where only one parent was interviewed, the residence
parent alone gave guardian consent.
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